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From Nobel Lectures, Literature 1991-1995, Editor Sture Allén, World Scientific Publishing Co., Singapore, 1997 
Overview

Brace yourself for one of the most powerful novels you will ever read, and prepare yourself to work harder at reading than you usually do. Beloved weaves a horrendous tale of slavery by unfolding the memories of a community of former slaves who have patched together a life in the free state of Ohio. The novel reads seemingly without a logical flow, because Sethe's and the other characters' memories of violence and infanticide overcome them as if haphazardly, as memories do, literally haunting the novel. Under the masterful pen of Nobel and Pulitzer Prize winner Toni Morrison, we are given the terrible story in portions that we can handle, but portions that never release us from the pain of these memories. Ultimately, this is a book about the choices people make and then live with, about the responsibility--and love--of a community, and about the survival of the human spirit in inhuman situations.
On Rememory, Writing, and the Body's Text 

from, Henderson, Mae G. "Toni Morrison’s Beloved: Re-Membering the Body as Historical Text" in Toni Morrison’s Beloved: A Casebook. William L. Andrews and Nellie Y. McKay, Eds. New York: Oxford U P, 1999: 79-106

"Rememory" is something that possesses (or haunts) one rather than something that one possesses. It is, in fact, that which makes the past part of one’s present. Yet despite her best efforts to "[beat] back the past," Sethe remains, in her words, "full of it." "Every mention of her past life hurt. Everything in it was painful or lost" (58). . . .

Unable to contrive a meaningful or appropriate configuration for her memories, Sethe finds herself tyrannized by unconfigured and literally disfiguring images. As a consequence of an attempted escape, she receives a savage beating, which leaves her back "a clump of scars." The scars function as signs of ownership inscribing her as property, while the mutilation signifies her diminishment to a less-than-human status. Traces of the past that Sethe represses (but can neither remember nor forget) have been gouged into her back by the master’s whip and bear the potential burden of both history and herstory. Like the inscription of Beloved and the pictorial images of, the scars function as an archaeological site or memory trace.

If the master has inscribed the master('s) code on Sethe’s back, a white woman and a black man offer her alternative readings of it. Although initially "struck dumb" at the sight of Sethe’s wounds, Amy, a runaway white girls who saves the fugitive’s life and midwifes the delivery of her second daughter, sees Sethe’s back as a "chokecherry tree":

See, here’s the trunk—it’s red and split wide open, full of sap, and this here’s the parting for the branches. . . . Leaves too, look like, and dern if these ain’t blossoms. Tiny little cherry blossoms, just as white. Your back a whole tree on it. In bloom. (79)

Amy describes an image that prompts her to wonder "what God have in mind." In her reverie, Sethe’s back remains the trace of an event whose meaning, motivation and consequence are largely unreadable. Alternative readings are provided by Baby Suggs (Sethe’s mother-in-law) and by Paul D., the "last of the Sweet Home men." Baby Suggs perceives her daughter-in-law’s back as a pattern of "roses of blood," stenciled onto the bedsheet and blanket. Paul D, who arrives after the open wounds have healed, remarks on "the sculpture [Sethe’s] back had become, like the decorative work of an ironsmith too passionate for display." The distance between these suggestively gendered readings—the chokecherry tree and blood roses, on the one hand, and the wrought-iron maze, on the other—signifies the distance between so-called natural and culturally inscribed meanings attributed to the sign.

It is the white man who inscribes; the white woman, the black man, and the black woman may variously read but not write. Because it is here back (symbolizing the presence of her past) that is marked, Sethe has only been able to read herself through the gaze of others. Her challenge is to learn to read herself—that is, to configure the history of her body’s text. If, as Paul Recoeur contends, "the past survives by leaving its trace," then Sethe must learn how to link these traces (marks of her passage through slavery), to the construction of a personal and historical discourse. Her dilemma is that, as an illiterate female slave, she finds herself the written object of a white male discourse. Significantly, Baby Suggs does not speak of the wounds on Sethe’s back ("Baby Suggs hid her mouth with her hand" [93]). Instead, she concentrates on the ritual of healing: "Wordlessly, the older woman greased the flowering back and pinned double thickness of cloth to the inside of the newly stitched dress" (93, emphasis added).

A few Beloved Discussion/Paper Topic Suggestions
1. Interpret tree and water images and metaphors in the novel, particularly as they relate to themes of diaspora, community, collective historical consciousness, and healing. 

2. In "Between Presence and Absence: Beloved, Postmodernism, and Blackness," Rafael Pérez-Torres interprets Schoolteacher’s character as the symbolic presence of slavery as a discourse and set of discursive, narrative practices—practices which start with words on a page and end with inscriptions of power on black bodies: 

Faceless, nameless, he becomes the speaking subject of slavery’s discourse. . . . Just like the page of schoolteacher’s notebook, Sethe is divided and marked, inscribed with the discourse of slavery and violation. Throughout the narrative, the hard language of slavery is heard: Sethe’s mother is hanged; Sixo is burned alive then shot; Paul A, mutilated beyond recognition, swings from the trees of the Sweet Home farm. The bodies of these characters become the texts on which their identities are written. In a lesson brought home again and again, the power of the word is made manifest in the world. Power belongs, as schoolteacher tries to show, not to those whom words define but to those who define words. Yet the defined do not entirely lack power. (186-87).

Using this critical sound-bite as a starting point, interpret a few well-selected scenes in the novel where language and writing are represented as sites of power, domination, resistance, and, ultimately, reclamation.

3. One particular way to refine and focus topic #2 would be to interpret the role of names, naming and re-naming in the novel. A key, oft-quoted line from the novel occurs when Sethe goes to the Clearing with Denver and Beloved as a funeral gesture for Halle. Reflecting back on her short twenty-eight-days of "unslaved life," Sethe remarks, "Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of that freed self was another" (95). What role does naming play in the thematic tension between being "owned" by the discourses of slavery and claiming self-possession of one’s freed self? 

4. Another variation on this theme would be to follow up on Linda Krumholz’s claim (in "The Ghosts of Slavery: Historical Recovery in Toni Morrison’s Beloved") that finding a voice for the thoughts and experiences of women is central to the "healing," historical recovery theme and structure of the book. According to Krumholz, Morrison’s novel "adapts techniques from modernist novels, such as the fragmentation of the plot and shifting narrative voice, to compel the reader to actively construct an interpretive framework" (109). How does the novel specifically address issues of gender, writing and power? How does the structure and style of the novel give voice to "the thoughts of the women of 124, unspeakable thoughts, unspoken" (Beloved 199)? 

5. One last variation on this theme would be to focus on those moments in the text where characters’ personal memories of their experiences are associated with mass mediated discourses on slavery and abolition. While at Sweet Home, Sethe, Baby Suggs and Paul D are the subject of first Garner’s and then Schoolteacher’s discourses of slavery; free Sethe, Baby Suggs, Paul D., and Denver find themselves the subject of multiple abolitionist discourses and reconstruction cultural narratives. Interpret the way the novel uses lists to allude to historical events and how it highlights the way events get mediated through different cultural lenses. 

DISCUSSION IDEAS AND QUESTIONS

Beloved (1987), Toni Morrison  (pp.1-49) 

Some Sound-Bite Quotes:  

"Not a house in the country ain't packed to its rafters with some dead Negro's grief" (Baby Suggs, 5).  

Sweet Home . . . Fire and brimstone all right, but hidden in lacy groves.  Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world.  It shamed her—remembering the wonderful soughing trees rather than the boys. (6)  

"I will never run from another thing on this earth.  I took one journey and I paid for the ticket, but let me tell you something, Paul D. Garner: it cost too much!" (Sethe, 15)  

"Anything dead coming back to life hurts." (Amy, 35)  

What she [Baby Suggs] called the nastiness of life was the shock she received upon learning that nobody stopped playing checkers just because the pieces included her children. . . .  "God take what he would," she said.  And He did, and He did, and He did and then he gave her Halle who gave her freedom when it didn't mean a thing. (23)  

"I was talking about time.  It's so hard for me to believe in it.  Some things go.  Pass on.  Some things just stay.  I used to think it was my rememory.  You know.  Some things you forget.  Other things you never do.  But it's not. Places, places are still there.  If a house burns down, it's gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my memory, but out there in the world." (Sethe, 36-36)  

"We can make a life, girl.  A life." (Paul D., 46) 

Some Discussion Questions: 

1.
Note the stream-of-consciousness style of the novel, the way the novel shifts perspectives from inside one character to another and the way, within a single character's perspective, the narrative drifts back and forth in time in a kind of stream of consciousness point of view.  (See, for example, on p.4 how Denver's remark about the "powerful spell" thrown by the baby ghost in the house sparks Sethe's memory of what she had to do to get a headstone for her dead child; and on p. 10 how Sethe's remark that she "sews a little on the sly" sparks Paul D.'s memory of Sethe back at Sweet Home.  See also, how the point of view shifts back and forth between the thoughts of Sethe and Paul in Chapter 2 (pp.20-27)—their thoughts after having made love: how do you interpret the fact that they seem to be thinking the same things even though they don't speak a word here?)  

2.
Compare Morrison’s style William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury.  What is it that makes these novels different?  Which story do you find more compelling?  Why?  In some ways both novels seem to be designed to disrupt our reading experience—to make us self-conscious about the process of reading so that our experience of reading the text becomes an analogy of the experiences of the characters.  Here's what Morrison herself has said about the opening scenes in this novel:  

The reader is snatched, yanked, thrown into an environment completely foreign, and I want it as the first stroke of the shared experience that might be possible between the reader and the novel's population.  Snatched just as the slaves were from one place to another, from any place to another, without preparation and without defense.  No lobby, no door, no entrance—a gang-plank, perhaps (but a very short one).  And the house into which this snatching—this kidnapping—propels one, changes from spiteful to loud to quiet, as the sounds in the body of the ship itself may have changed.  

3.
How does the arrival of Paul D. at 124 Bluestone Road set the plot of the novel into motion?  What does he represent to Sethe and Denver respectively?  What kinds of conflicts and tensions does his presence create?  How do Denver and Sethe respond to his driving away the ghost (p.18-19)?  

4.
What's Denver's motive for telling Paul D. about the presence of the ghost?  Why does she say that the ghost is not "sad," as Sethe had described it, but "lonely and rebuked? (p.13)  

5.
Why do Paul D. and Sethe both feel a sense of disappointment after having made love? (Ch. 2)  How would characterize their relationship?  Are they in love when Paul D. moves in and they begin to think about making plans, to make "a life"?  How do "Plans" and imagined futures become symbolic in the novel?  

6.
What's Denver's Secret? (pp.28-29, p.38).  How is she "charmed"?  Sethe has secrets, "things she wouldn't tell; things she halfway told" (38), and Paul D. is frequently alluding to things that he remembers but doesn't explain ["the churn" and its connection to Halle (p.8); why he "trembled . . . for eighty-three days in a row" in 1856 (p.18); how he ended up on a "prison farm" and what he did "in the War afterward" (p.40)].  How are secrets central to this story?  

7.
Why is Denver obsessed with the story of Sethe's escape from Sweet Home?  Note how she connects the house itself with "the told story" she loves so much (p.29).  What is the larger symbolic importance of the house at 124 Bluestone Road?   

8.
What is the function Amy's character in the novel? [She's the white girl who helps Sethe escape to the other side of the Ohio river.]  

9.
What is "Rememory"? (p.35-36)  What does Sethe mean when she says she doesn't believe in Time?  Does she mean that literally "nothing ever dies" (36), or is she speaking metaphorically?  How are we to interpret the ghost in this house?  Is it a metaphor, or is Morrison insisting on its presence as "real"?

Beloved  [pp.50-113] 

Some Sound-Bite Quotes: 

Rain water held on to pine needles for dear life and Beloved could not take her eyes off Sethe. (57)  

But her brain was not interested in the future.  Loaded with the past and hungry for more, it left her no room to imagine, let alone plan for, the next day. (70)  

"One crazy, one sold, one missing, one burnt and me licking iron with my hands crossed behind me.  The last of the Sweet Home men." (Paul D, 72)  

"What God have in mind, I wonder.  I had me some whippings, but I don't remember nothing like this." (Amy, 79)  

On a riverbank in the cool of a summer evening two women struggled under a shower of silvery blue.  They never expected to see each other again in this world and at the moment couldn't care less.  But there on a summer night surrounded by bluefern they did something together appropriately and well.  A pateroller passing would have sniggered to see two throw-away people, two lawless outlaws -- a slave and a barefoot whitewoman with unpinned hair -- wrapping a ten-minute-old baby in the rags they wore.  But no pateroller came and no preacher.  The water sucked and swallowed itself beneath them.  There was nothing to disturb them at their work.  So they did it appropriately and well. (84-85)  

Accepting no title of honor before her name, but allowing a small caress after it, she [Baby Suggs] became an unchurched preacher. (87)  

Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of that freed self was another. (95)  

Trust and rememory, yes. . . .  to tell, to refine and tell again. (99) 

Some Discussion Questions: 

1.
Why doesn't Paul D. "press" Beloved for information about where she came from? (p.52-53)  What, besides the name, here foreshadows Beloved's identity?  [note especially the birthing images, and Beloved's behavior as infant-like.]  When does Denver realize who Beloved is?  What evidence is there that she knows from the start?  

2.
What suppressed memory of Sethe's surfaces when Beloved asks about her earrings? (pp.60-63)  What link is there between Sethe's memory of her own mother and the other rememories that Sethe works at repressing?  

3.
Why does Paul D. suddenly want to tell Sethe about "the bit" after having told her about Halle at the butter churn? (p.71)  Why do he and Sethe both silently agree that he should stop his story soon after he begins it?  Is retelling the past a healing activity for Paul D. and Sethe, or does it prevent them from moving ahead towards the "life" they seek?  

4.
How do you interpret Baby Suggs' calling?  What is the gist of her sermon on "the flesh"? (pp.88-89)  Note also the language here, the rhythm of her sermon, the Blues quality of her preaching style and also the interplay between crying, laughing and dancing.   Why does she give up in the end? (see p.89 + pp.104)  

5.
Who attempts to strangle Sethe in the clearing? (96)  What rememory do the soothing fingers of Beloved recall?  What makes Sethe finally decide to take a chance and try to make a life with Paul D.?  How do you interpret the description of the "tableau" of the three women (Sethe, Beloved and Denver) in the clearing just before Sethe feels the fingers change from massaging to strangling? (pp.97-98)  

6.
What causes Denver to loose her hearing for two years?  What brings it back?  

7.
In the last chapter of this section of the novel, we "hear" part of Paul D.'s untold story, much of what he has locked away in the "tin box" where his heart used to be.  One of the things repeatedly mentioned here is the secret (often non-verbal) language of the men on the chain gang:  

With a sledge hammer in his hands and Hi Man's lead, the men got through.  They sang it out and beat it up, garbled the words so their syllables yielded up other meanings.  They sang the women they knew; the children they had been; the animals they had tamed themselves or seen others tame.  They sang of bosses and masters and misses; of mules and dogs and the shamelessness of life.  They sang lovingly of graveyards and sisters long gone.  Of pork in the woods; meal in the pan; fish on the line; cane, rain and rocking chairs.  (108) 

 Who is saying these lines?  When are they being said?  These are things in Paul D.'s mind, but is he saying them?  The perspective is third person but the voice seems to be Paul's, or does it? What's being told here is precisely the things he locks away.

8.
Note also the language of the narrator when she describes the scene of Amy and Sethe doing the work of tending to the ten-minute-old baby on the bank of the Ohio River. (84-85)  The situation here is that Denver is retelling the story of her birth to Beloved, but she is "seeing it now and feeling it—through Beloved" (78).  So this is Sethe's voice coming through Denver who's seeing through Beloved?  What does this mean?  Is the paragraph that begins "On a riverbank in the cool summer evening" (84) in that same voice or is this a different voice?    

9.
And whose voice begins the novel, saying "124 was spiteful. Full of a baby's venom"? (3)  Later this same voice will describe the arrival of Paul D. from what seems to be Sethe's perspective but she will use a phrase that Paul D. will later say himself when he tells about the bit (72): "As if to punish her further for her terrible memory, sitting on the porch not forty feet away was Paul D, the last of the Sweet Home men" (6, my emphasis).  At this point Sethe doesn't know that Paul D is the "last."  How are we to interpret this?  To what extent is the "voice" of the narrator a character in the novel? 

Some Questions About the Ending of Beloved:   
1.                   Is there “resolution” at the end of the novel?  The second-to-last chapter certainly contains scenes of reconciliation between Paul D. and Sethe.  What other kinds of plot or thematic resolutions take place in the novel?  Is Sethe finally reconciled back into the black community of Cincinnati?  Or should that question be put the other way round, has the black community finally reconciled itself to Sethe? 
2.                   In light of your answers to the previous question, what then is the effect of the last chapter-segment on pp.274-75?  Whose lines or thoughts are these?  Does this segment tend to reinforce or undermine the narrative resolutions taking place elsewhere in the novel?  How would the novel be different if it ended with the last lines of chapter-segment 27 on p. 273? 
3.                   Many readers debate whether or not Sethe was “justified” in killing Beloved and how that may or may not be an answerable question.  Frame a similar set of questions for Baby Suggs.  Does the novel “justify” her resignation or surrender after the “Misery” (what Stamp Paid refers to as Sethe’s “rough response to the Fugitive Bill”)?  Can we judge her actions?  Why or why not?  How do you interpret Denver’s final discussion with Baby Suggs?  What does Baby mean when she says “Know it, and go out the yard. Go on.” (p.245)? 
4.                   How do you interpret the fact that Sethe mistakes Edwin Bodwin for Schoolteacher in the final climatic scene in chapter 26?  What’s suggested by the parallels between this scene and the scene of Sethe’s “original” slaying of Beloved?  In what other ways does the novel suggest a parallel between Bodwin and Schoolteacher, between Ohio and Kentucky? Between Reconstruction and Slavery, Past and Present?  
5.                   In an early hand out I suggested that nearly every plot “mystery” raised in the opening chapters of the novel would be explained or filled in at some point.  (For example, Paul D.’s earlier cryptic references to Sixo’s laughter, Alfred, Georgia and “the churn” are all explained.)  But are all of the mysteries and past events accounted for?  One thing we never know is the name of the 2-year-old baby (the crawling-already baby girl) that Sethe kills back at 124 Bluestone Rd. in 1855. Her name is not Beloved.  What’s the reason for or effect of this substitution of Beloved for the baby’s “real” name?  And what, again now that we’ve read the whole novel, are we to make of Morrison’s title for the novel taken from the headstone that Sethe got for her dead baby: “Dearly Beloved” with the word Dearly under erasure? 
